“Leveling the Playing Field”

Mark 10:13-16

“I was born in the wrong generation!”  That’s what my grandfather always said at family gatherings.  You see, my grandfather loved the white meat of a chicken, but by the time he got through the serving line—first as a boy, but again as an adult—all the white meat was gone.  At family gatherings when my grandfather was a boy, the adults were served first, and then and only then did the children follow.  So, by the time he went through the buffet line, there was no white meat left.  But at family gatherings in his adult years, it became the custom to let the little children go through the buffet line first, so by the time the adults worked their way through, no white meat.  “I was born in the wrong generation.”  That’s what my grandfather always said.  Rarely as a child or as an adult did my grandfather ever get to have white meat at family gatherings
My grandfather was born in the late 1800s, and at that time children were not idealized for their cuteness and charm.  At that time, children were regarded, to some extent, like a business asset.  Life and survival were more difficult back then, and another child offered another pair of hands to work on the farm, or to care for the animals, to help out around the house, or watch the younger children.  Now certainly these children were loved by their parents, but children weren’t idealized back then as they often are today.  Back then, there was a clear understanding of the social status of children.  Children were to be seen, but not heard.
In the world we live in today, we have a different perspective of children than in the late 1800s.  We ooh and coo over our babies and tell them how precious they are.  And I’m not being judgmental.  When my children were babies, I did my share of oohing and cooing too.  But my point is that today parents and adults have a different relationship with babies and children than they did in the 1800s.  And in a similar but even more extreme way, parents and adults absolutely had a different relationship with children 2,000 years ago.

In today’s reading, the disciples shooed the children away from Jesus for a particular reason.  In the culture of their day, children had no business bothering an important teacher.  Similar to my grandfather’s day, children were not idealized simply for their innocence.
But today when we hear Jesus say, “Let the little children come to me...for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs,” when we hear these words in the early part of the 21st century, we tend to think that Jesus is saying, “Let those precious little things come over here and sit on my lap.”  And the only lesson we learn from the story is that children should be valued for their innocence.
Perhaps there is something to be said for our approaching God from the perspective of innocence and sincerity in our intentions.  There’s a lot to be said for this early 21st century perspective of childhood.  The only problem is this perspective totally misses the point that Jesus was trying to make.
“Let the little children come to me.”  That was a shocking thing for Jesus to say.  In fact, it was almost scandalous.  In the day and culture in which Jesus made this statement, children had absolutely no status, no power, and no rights whatsoever.  In today’s world in our country, if a parent fails to take care of and provide for a child’s basic needs, Social Services will come and take their child away.  But 2,000 years ago, a child was totally dependent upon their father’s grace and benevolence to survive.

According to the Roman judicial system, a father had a right to abandon a baby, if the child displeased him.  Many female babies, who wouldn’t be as strong a laborer on a farm, and many crippled babies were taken to the dump and discarded.  And it was all legal in the Roman world.  Children had no status, no power, and no rights whatsoever.  It was as if they were “non-persons.”  The perspective of my grandfather’s day was that children should be seen but not heard, but in Jesus’ day children were barely even allowed to be seen.

But Jesus says: “Let these ‘non-persons’ come to me...for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.”  Folks, this is a shocking message, but it is a shocking message filled with good news—good news that points us toward God’s Kingdom.  But unfortunately, it is a message that’s very hard for us to hear and grasp.
If Jesus were to make this shocking point today, he might have said, “Let the homeless beggar come to me,” or “Let the poor powerless immigrant come to me,” or “Let the paroled felon come to me.”  And on this World Communion Sunday, another way of saying this might be: “Bring to me all the third world children, the poorest of the world’s poor.  Let the powerless and the forgotten people all over the world come to me.”

And then Jesus says something really shocking: “Don’t stop them.  Don’t you dare stop them.  For it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.”  And then he says something really, really shocking.  “Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child, [as a little underserving child, with no claim to status or right or privelage, well, unless you continually seek to enter the Kingdom of God from this perspective and this mindset, you will never enter it].”  Wow!

Now at this point in Mark’s Gospel when Jesus makes this statement about children, the disciples had a different mindset.  They had been arguing over which one of them was going to be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  In other words, “Jesus, which one of us has earned the right to be the most important, the most powerful, the most respected once we reach the kingdom.  We’ve all been working hard for you.  Which one of us gets to be second in command?”  You see, with the disciples, it’s all about status—their status, and their importance, and their place in the pecking order of society.

But Jesus says, “Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little, [powerless] child [with no claim to status or rights, with no arguing about what you have earned, or what you deserve, well, unless you approach God from this perspective and this mindset, you won’t be able to receive the Kingdom at all, because you won’t even see it; you’ll walk right past it and not even recognize it.]”.

I recently read an article in the October issue of the Presbyterian Outlook titled, “A Vital Congregation Changes Hearts and Lives,” The author proposed that the foundational step for influencing a church to be a vital congregation was changing “the mindset of the individuals making up a system.”  The author continues, “The vitality of a congregation grows as the mindset of its members is influenced toward new values, assumptions, and beliefs regarding living as a child of God.”  Instead of being guided and directed by the values, assumptions, and beliefs of this world, we need to change our direction and head toward the values, assumptions and beliefs of God’s Kingdom.
The author wrote that a major purpose of teaching and preaching is challenging false narratives that influence convictions tied to one’s mindset and one’s very being, and the author provided two examples of false narratives: False Narrative #1) God’s love is conditional upon our behavior.  False Narrative #2) We can work our way to God.  The author wrote that both these false narratives are corrosive and should be pulled from our mindset.  
Why are these narratives corrosive?  Well, I’ll give you two reasons.  First, if we all can earn God’s love and work our way closer to God, then all of life become a competition to be the most loved and the closest to God.  Our whole spiritual life becomes a competition over earning status, and privilege, and power, by virtue of what we have earned and achieved.  And of course this then becomes the mindset for life in the church.  Whoever has been here longest and contriubuted the most has the highest status, privilege, and power.

Here's the second reason why these false narrative are coorosive.  Imagine living in a family where a parent’s love is withdrawn over one little mistake.  Or imagine the fear and anxiety produced by the insurmountable effort to earn your parent’s love.  And imagine the damage done in the relationships among siblings when a parent fosters their children’s life together as a competition for the parent’s love and approval.
The author also wrote that another major purpose of teaching and preaching, providing true narratives—or let’s call them Kingdom Narratives—narratives that root us more deeply in our lives as God’s children living in God’s kingdom family.  So, here are a few kingdom narratives which I believe are at the heart of what Jesus is saying in today’s scripture reading:
Jesus loves me!  This I know, for the Bible tells me so;

Little ones to Him belong; They are weak, but He is strong.
“For God so loved our whole world and every child in it, that when all of us were weak and perishing, God sent his son into the world to empower us to be strong.  And everyone who believes in him and trusts in him and follows him will truly thrive.” (John 3:16 paraphrased) 

“When a beloved child is lost and can’t find their way home, this child knows to listen for their loving parent’s voice who will always comes out to find them.” (Parable of the Lost Sheep and the Good Shepherd, paraphrased)

My friends, the only way to reach God’s kingdom is to be like that little powerless child listening for your loving parent’s voice.  And so, in our life together as a church, attempting to witness the kingdom of God to the world, let us live together by leveling the playing field.  We are all God’s children, equally loved, equally important, and equally responsible for serving and bringing glory to our loving parent.

Let us Pray:

Gracious heavenly father and loving and nurturing mother, the concept of your Amazing Grace and unconditional love is more than our minds can comprehend.  Help us to leave behind our competitive games of power, and status, and privilege, and lead us into your kingdom as your beloved little children.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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